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 The purpose of this study was to explore the stress associated with parent-teacher 
conferences, and whether the stress can be reduced through educational brochures and 
posters displayed during conferences. This study includes a comprehensive review and 
 critical analysis of research and literature associated with stress reduction and effective 
parent-teacher conferences and communications. A summary was be present and 
recommendations made that should provide insight to the superintendent and local school 
board. The goal is that the recommendations may serve to reduce the overall stress felt by 
parents and teachers during conferences and improve communication about the 
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During the course of the school year, a parent will receive anywhere from two to 
four formal invitations for a conference with the teacher. From the day, the parent 
receives the invitation; questions are going through their minds. What will the teacher 
have to tell me about my child? Is my child behaving? Thus, the cycle of stress begins 
and continues until the conference ends happily. Parents are emotionally involved in their 
child’s life, which compounds and adds to the stress of a conference. 
Teachers also experience this stressful time. The teacher is faced with decisions of 
how to tell a parent the news that their child is having difficulty learning new concepts. 
Will this conference become confrontational? Concerns with the time allotments and 
being able to keep the meeting on task while covering all they have planned before the 
next scheduled conference arise. Finally, many conferences are scheduled during the 
evenings when energy levels are low. 
Some conferences may be scheduled in advance, while others occur 
spontaneously when a parent drops-off or picks up their child. Conferences may also 
occur when a parent receives a telephone call from the teacher at home or work. Spur of 
the moment conferences usually occurs as a result of a behavioral concern, which needs 
to be addressed quickly. These conferences often take the parent by surprise, off-guard, 
and now under great pressure. Whatever the situation, each conference makes a lasting 
impression on both parent, teacher, and in some cases the student. 
In the past, parent-teacher conferences were conducted in a manner in which the 
parents sat across the table from the teacher, casting an impression of the conference as a 
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business meeting. The teacher was often viewed as in control and all knowing. Today, 
however, the parent-teacher conference often includes the child at various grade levels. 
The conference is looked upon as more of a team meeting and planning session. Teachers 
and parents sit side-by-side and equally share in the conversation.  
The stress created by parent-teacher conferences will vary tremendously from 
parent to parent. Memories of their personal school experience as a child may create 
stress for some. Other parents may be facing challenging times in their present life which, 
compounded with the stress of a conference, is overwhelming. A parent who discovers or 
recognizes their child has learning difficulty faces yet another level of stress as they look 
to the future for that child. No matter the circumstance, the majority of parents will 
experience some type of stress during the parent-teacher conference process. 
How then do we make the conference less stressful? We can begin by establishing 
adequate and open lines of communication with parents early in the school year. Taking a 
proactive stance is helpful in ensuring a good working relationship with parents, 
according to Babcock and Backlund, 2001. Frequent visits to the child’s school and 
classroom enables all involved to know each other better. In addition, participation at 
after school functions allows parents to talk with others and to get to know the school 
climate. Finally, and most important, parents who spend time with their children at night 
and on weekends reading, playing games, and talking, will better know their child and 
their unique abilities. 
Statement of the Problem 
Parents and teachers are brought together during conferences and are expected to 
communicate effectively on the behalf of the child. However, both parents and teacher 
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are faced with levels of stress when attempting to communicate difficult and very 
personal experiences. Consequently, information, which needs to be expressed often, is 
overlooked, pushed to the side, or simply not dealt with. Therefore, a clear and adequate 
picture of the child’s learning and school experience is not presented. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is two-fold. The first is to explore literature associated 
with the stress of parent-teacher conferences, effective communication, and consultation. 
Second, to draw conclusions from the literature and make recommendations that will 
provide insight into ways to reduce the overall stress felt by parents and teachers.  
Definition of Terms 
For clarity of understanding, the following terms need to be defined.  
Parent-teacher conference – any meeting occurring between the parent and 
teacher regarding the progress of the student academically or regarding social behaviors. 
Limitations 
Due to the expansive diversity of parent-teacher conference at a kindergarten 
level verses that at a high school level, the broadness of the research is staggering. This 
collection of recommendations is certainly not intended to be exhaustive. Therefore, the 
focus of this study will concentrate on effective communication methods for parent-













Parent-teacher conferences create feelings of discomfort for parents and teachers 
alike. But why? Over the years, the structure of the meeting itself has evolved and 
changed. No longer do teachers sit behind their desk and create a barrier between them 
and the parent. The conference process has come to represent a sharing of information 
and a display of the child’s growth. Yet, the reasons for scheduling conferences remain 
widespread and tension is created. A review of literature will outline the evolution of how 
the conference structure has changed, present primary reasons for holding conferences, 
explain the stress which is felt by parents and teachers, and provide suggestions to reduce 
stress for more productive conferences. 
Conference Evolution 
 
Gutloff (1997) recalled the pioneering work of James Comer in 1968, which dealt 
with parent-school partnerships. According to Gutlloff, educators believed, the parents 
should raise the child and the teacher would teach them. However, thirty years later 
Comer realized, There is so much more recognition that parents have a role in the work 
of the school, reported Gutloff. “The Comer model,” as it was called, encouraged schools 
to create governance management teams composed of parents, teachers, support staff, and 
mental health officials for the purpose of developing comprehensive plans, that set goals 
for academic and social standards. 
In 1977, Kroth and Simpson confirmed the belief that by 1980, 90% of all school 
districts would be using formal conferences at which parents would discuss their 
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children’s progress with teachers. When school districts were smaller, the teachers lived 
and taught in the same community as their students (Canady and Seyfarth 1979; Rotter 
and Robinson 1982). They felt parents and teachers saw each other at community 
functions and there was little need for formal conferences. Around the midpoint of this 
century, Rotter and Robinson believed the shared sense of common experience of the 
past, changed as a result of the great rush to the population centers. They suggested that 
with advances in technology, increased leisure time, affluence, mobility, television, and 
space exploration, come a considerable change in the social structure and the family unit. 
These changes were later reflected in the schools. Because of a highly mobile population, 
rural schools lost vast numbers of students and new urban schools soon became 
overcrowded (Rotter and Robinson, 1982). They concluded that the loss of firsthand 
experiences which parents and teacher once shared, created a gap in communication 
which now must be fostered, not just allowed to happen.  
Today, many parents and teachers are strangers concluded Canady and Seyfarth 
(1979) They believed today’s formal conference has replace the informal contacts as a 
means of exchanging information between parents and teachers. Lawrence and Hunter 
(1995) credited today’s smaller families, loss of close ties to relatives, friends, and 
religious institutions for the need for more effective communications with teachers. They 
considered the teacher to be the most knowledgeable professional available with whom to 
talk about their child. Likewise, the increasing numbers of requests for conferences are 
now initiated by schools to address problems or to official report the child’s progress. 
In order to achieve more meaningful communication about a child’s progress, 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) suggested conferences evolved because the formal report 
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card did little more than label categories a child was in, or convey a brief message in a 
single phrase. Students who occupy the same categories can be very different; instead, 
parents wish to know more how their child has progressed. They felt parents also wanted 
to know more than academic information. In addition, schools wanted parent to know 
how their child makes and keeps friends, relate to adults, fares under stress, bounces back 
from adversity, approaches new tasks, and presents themselves to the world. 
In September 1997, Cammack reported on the walking report card conference that 
occurs at Sunset View Elementary School in Provo, Utah. Cammack explained that a 
walking report card is simply a progress report given to parents as they observe their 
child in the classroom. She recalled that the idea originated from a teacher who felt the 
traditional report card and parent-teacher conference did not communicate in depth the 
educational experience children have. Cammack felt walking report cards are an effective 
way to promote strong rapport with parents. 
Swiderek (1997) documented the shift in conference structure and recommended 
that students be present with their parent for conferences. He believed they should be in 
charge of showing their parents their best work. He felt rarely would a student assess 
their work dishonestly or without insight. Lawler’s (1991) research suggested parents 
should chiefly receive information about school from their children and parents prefer to 
receive that information from them. 
Oros (1998) presented the outstanding concept of “Digital Portfolios” as a way to 
keep an entire student’s K-12 career. He suggested that a digital portfolio is a computer 
scrapbook which parents, students, and teachers can reflect upon during the conference 
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process. He felt the child’s work would show the maturing skills and individual talents of 
each child. 
Cleland (1999) suggested that over the past fifteen years the focus on authentic 
assessment has resulted in the establishment of portfolios in classrooms, for use during 
the student-led conferences. She felt that parent-teacher conferences are no longer an 
event led by the teacher, during which time the adults discuss their perceptions of the 
child’s functional level, leaving the communication a mystery to the child. Finally, 
children were let in on the secrets and the criteria for grading Cleland believed. She 
detailed the use of “We Can” charts used with elementary children primarily in the area 
of reading. The child, therefore, builds ownership of recording the strategies they have 
learned on a chart. Cleland suggested the “We Can” chart has three major benefits. First, 
the charts provide a dynamic set of guidelines for child to use to measure progress. 
Second, they provide the child with the leading voice and the locus of control. Third, 
parents view their child’s progress over time, and do not measure the child’s work against 
other children. 
Manning (1999) recalled the 1996 decision within her school that all teachers 
should write a “narrative” report for each child. Narratives discouraged letter grades as 
the primary focus of conferences in upper elementary grades. She felt that the use of 
conferences to report grades only encouraged parents to concentrate on the letter grades, 
how these grades affected their getting into college, and the behaviors that led up to the 
letter grade. Instead, narrative reports are given between traditional grading periods, 
discuss the students’ learning styles, attendance, and accomplishments. With this new 
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format, Manning felt conferences should center on the students’ achievements, classroom 
anecdotes, and pertinent personal issues when necessary. 
Reasons for Parent-Teacher Conferences 
 
Wise (2000) suggested, the purpose of parent-teacher conferences is simple: to 
communicate the child’s progress to the parents. Kroth and Simpon (1977) regarded the 
conference as a highly personalized interaction in which the growth of the child is 
communicated. Parent-teacher conferences are an opportunity for personal two-way 
communication in which sharing between parent and teacher occurs to clarity issues of 
concern, develop strategies and determine goals (Barron, 1991;  Hamachek & Romano; 
1984). Swiderek (1997) emphasized that conferences are a time to inform and improve 
performance. Rotter and Robinson (1982) summed it up best when they reviewed past 
research, that felt the parent-teacher conference is the most direct and meaningful mode 
of communication between the home and the school. 
A condensed report in the January 1998 Education Digest reviewed the NJEA 
(New Jersey Education Association) that suggested that conferences provide the student 
an opportunity to see the school staff and their family working as a team. This gives the 
impression that both family and staff care about the progress of the child and allows the 
child to conclude that school and learning are important. The NJEA Review concluded by 
suggesting that conferences are a beginning of the coming together process, whereas 
remaining together encourages progress and working together produces success. 
Lawler (1991) classified conferences into three major forms. According to 
Lawler, conferences occur with parents to discuss academic performance. She felt this 
form of conference is often positive and reaps the benefits of long-term positive alliances. 
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However, when conferencing with parents about a child who is experiencing difficulties, 
Lawler encouraged teacher’s be prepared: a) to find alternative learning/teaching 
strategies; b) to enlist the help of parents; and c) to continue to encourage the child so that 
the child feels good about him/herself. She also recommended that teachers notify parents 
when a problem area arises rather than wait until the traditional scheduled conference 
occurs. 
The second form of conference teacher’s conduct is the referral conference, where 
the teacher must discuss the possibility of the existence of a handicapping condition. 
Lawler felt these conferences are dreaded by teachers, mainly due to their lack of 
preparation and training in the necessary skills for effectively conducting this form of 
conference. 
The final form of conference teacher’s conduct centers on discipline problems. 
The writer felt this form of conference is often viewed as a monster hovering over the 
teacher, and encouraged parents be contacted so the problems can be handled 
immediately. Ficham (1995) suggested communicating a problem immediately is not 
crying-wolf, but rather  a way to open the lines of communication. Canter and Schadlow 
(1987) believed waiting to discuss problems with parents is ineffective for one of two 
reasons: a) springing bad news on unsuspecting parents places the teacher as well as the 
parent in an awkward situation, and b) often the parents of difficult students are the one’s 
who don’t show up at parent-teacher conferences. She felt that parents have the best 
insights into their child’s behavior patterns, past experiences, social relationships, social 
and emotional insecurities, and many other influential factors. 
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Lawler (1991) encouraged teachers to first determine who owns the problem and 
attempt to work the problem out with the child before scheduling a behavior/discipline 
conference. It was also recommended that the teacher not send a note home, but instead 
call the parent and briefly explain some of the problem and them ask the parent to come 
in to discuss the situation. This allows the parent time to collect their thoughts, form 
questions, and possibly determine alternative solutions before the conference. The 
ultimate goal of this type to conference suggested Lawler is to promote maximum 
learning, not to damage self-concepts or change parental styles. Seek collaboration rather 
than cooperation concluded Lawler, for cooperation often means one person goes along 
with the plan. Collaboration, on the other hand, requires working together to develop 
mutual goals. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) reviewed yet another form of conference, the 
information getting conference. This form of conference primarily is used to help the 
teacher, or parent, better understand the child. They felt the underlying guideline should 
be, “Does what I’m asking, whether solicited or unsolicited, help me to, (a) work more 
productively because I have a clearer understanding of the child? Or, (b) evaluate better 
the effectiveness of my teaching?” Lawrence and Hunter stressed the importance of 
always concluding an information seeking conference with a brief statement of 
appreciation.  
An impromptu conference, according to Lawler (1991) occurs when parents 
arrive at the teacher’s classroom without previously arranging the meeting. They may 
show up before, during, or after school to discuss a problem. On such occasions, Lawler 
suggested teacher’s can not be fully prepared and should not feel they are obligated to 
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provide immediate explanations, suggestions, and/or answers. Many times, Lawler felt 
parents just need a sympathetic ear and want to use the teacher as a sounding board. 
However, sometimes Lawler (1991) believed the unscheduled conference 
provided the parents with a sense of control over the educational process. In these 
circumstances, she felt it was best to allow the parents time to express feelings, to vent, 
and to ask question. When this occurs, teachers are encouraged to consider the parents’ 
perspective, and use wait time to think and organize your answer before responding. It 
was also suggested that if the teacher does not have an answer, they say just that. Finally, 
offering to investigate a concern and getting back to the parent is just as satisfied as 
having an immediate solution. 
Fincham (1995) encouraged teachers dealing with angry and upset parents to 
remember that truth is how the parent sees it, even if they are not entirely correct. 
Therefore, teachers should deal with what the parent perceives is correct, before dealing 
with their side of the story. She concluded that parents want teachers to except 
responsibility for whatever is wrong and do so immediately. 
On the other hand, Lawrence and Hunter (1995) discouraged the unscheduled 
drop-in conferences. They believed unscheduled conferences short-change students and 
parents from having mutually satisfying interaction due to the lack of necessary time to 
prepare. It was suggested that parents come to recognize our talking with them without 
appointments as all right and do not learn that it is not all right to drop-in whenever 
necessary. Lawrence and Hunter encouraged teachers to see themselves as other 
professionals and insist that conferences be by appointment only. 
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The majority of conferences between parents and teachers occur one-on-one. 
However, on occasion, other types of conferences are held. The group conference, 
according to Canady and Seyfarth (1979) involves three-way communication with a 
parent or set of parents, a teacher or set of teachers, or a principal. Canady and Seyfarth, 
along with Lawrence and Hunter (1995) suggested parents be asked before a conference 
involving a third party occurs and told the reasons for their involvement. 
Another form of group meetings, according to Canady and Seyfarth (1979), 
occurs when it is necessary to communicate the same message to many parents and time 
does not permit individual meetings. Canady and Seyfarth suggested rather than repeat a 
message twenty-five times; the message is said once to twenty-five people. This way, the 
questions which all parents wanted answered can be dealt with at once and the time that 
is saved can then be used for more intensive discussions with individuals. Lawrence and 
Hunter (1995) agreed with others that the group parent meeting served only as a general 
get-acquainted, information-giving conference. They believed time can be saved in 
individual conferences if; a) parents have had a chance to get acquainted with the teacher 
and find out what they are like, b) see the classroom, materials and books and have heard 
what their child will study or will accomplish in school and homework, c) learn ways 
they can assist in meeting the course of study and how to handle problems when the arise, 
and d) have had general first-of-the-year concerns and questions answered. 
When establishing a relationship with a reluctant parent, Lawrence and Hunter 
(1995) suggested inviting the parent to observe the children or child at work. This contact 





Friedman (1980) believed the preconceptions teacher and parents bring to a 
conference can color what is communicated at the conference. These preconceptions, 
according to Friedman, are often rooted in childhood experiences. Therefore, he 
concluded that communications during conferences are fraught with barriers and subject 
to misunderstandings. Likewise, Kroth and Simpson (1977) suggested each participant 
come to the conference with certain physical, emotional, and behavioral characteristics. 
These characteristics have an effect on the working relationship of the conference 
participants. Special emphasis should be given to the value systems of each member of 
the conference team, suggested Kroth and Simpson, when establishing a working 
relationship. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) wondered if parents and teachers bring realistic 
expectations to what can be accomplished in a single conference. They felt limitations 
exist and need to match four factors: a) the amount of time available, b) the teacher’s 
skills, c) the parents receptivity at the time of the conference, and d) the complexity of the 
message. They suggested skilled teachers are more effective in planning conference time, 
however it takes time to get to know each parent and to find words which will be 
meaningful. Time also needs to be given for the message to be said, heard, explored, and 
digested. The development of trust and understanding between parents and teachers also 
requires time according to Lawrence and Hunter, before each party can look sensitively at 
the child and determine what, under the circumstances, might be done. In conclusion, 
Lawrence and Hunter expressed the need for the school district to recognize the time it 
takes to work effectively with parents before, during, and after the conference. 
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Conferences require a high level of professional performance, drain the teachers’ energy, 
and are a diversion of energy from the teachers’ daily responsibilities with children. 
Parent Perspective 
 
Strudler (1993) recalled the walk she took alone eighteen years earlier, into her 
very first formal conference for her son who had been diagnosed as having minimal brain 
dysfunction with hyperactivity as a characteristic. She anticipated the conference to be 
less than exhilarating; however, she felt within a short period that adversarial roles were 
being established. She recalled the looks of doom and gloom on the downcast faces of the 
teachers as they painted a devastating picture of her son. This is just one example of the 
stress and emotion felt because of parent-teacher conferences. 
Parent-teacher conferences, these three simple words, make many parents 
nervous, believed Bromley (1999). Clark (1998) suggested that parents are uncomfortable 
about going inside their child’s classroom, sitting in small chairs, and listening to reports 
of their child’s conduct and class work. The classroom is after all the teachers’ turf and 
can make parents uncomfortable to be in (Lawler, 1991; Stephens and Wolf, 1980). ). 
The moment the conference actually begins can be tense for all those involved and first 
impressions are formed quickly, suggested Friedman (1980). 
In 1997, Reading Today reported findings from the magazine ‘Parenting for High 
Potential’ which suggested that parents dread conferences, fearing that they just won’t 
know what to say or what questions to ask. The NJEA Review (1997) believed that some 
people are just plain nervous speaking to a teacher. Parents who have dealt with problem 
situations are often anxious suggested Canter and Canter (1991). Wolf and Stephens 
(1982) felt parents are hesitant to make contact with their child’s teacher, even though 
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they recognize there may be a problem, instead decide to let the teacher find out on their 
own. They felt parents don’t want to make waves, call attention to themselves or their 
child. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) implied that a justifiable criticism of parents is that 
they are being told in a conference what they already know. Parents often reported to 
Friedman (1980) that their interactions with the teacher left them feeling less than 
confident in their ability to work productively with their children. Finally, Wolf and 
Stephens felt parents don’t always trust their own assessment of the situation. 
In 1975, Carberry described eight parent types, which make effective 
communication difficult. Without stereotyping, Carberry reviewed the: 
1) Self-oriented parents. These parents project their personality onto their child 
in a way that can be unfair and disabling. They may say, “I know Henry loves science. I 
always did.” 
2) Help-rejecting complainer. This type of parent displays a passive-aggressive 
stance, which is aimed at being “one-up” in the situation and at preserving their own self-
esteem. The parent may ask for help, but when given a suggestion, say they already tried 
that and it didn’t work. 
3) Hostile, aggressive parents. These parents immediately try to put the teacher 
on the defensive by opening with a “I notice you . . . “ statement. 
4) Overwhelmed parents. These parents are under great stress in their present 
life and spend the conference telling you about their problems. 
5) Gossipy parent. This type of parent tries to elicit information from the teacher 
about other children and their families or to give the teacher information about other 
families. 
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6) Denying parent. This parent counters every comment with an asserting, “I 
don’t understand. My child never acts that way at home.” Intimating the teacher is doing 
something wrong to produce the behavior in question. 
7) Punitive parent. This parent reacts to the teacher’s negative comments by 
saying they will punish the child for misbehaving in school or complain about permissive 
parents, suggesting that a spanking is what the child needs. 
8) Anxious, over involved parent. Here the parent is overly concerned about 
their child’s scholastic achievements and their anxiety results in their constant asking of 
questions about homework, reading levels and daily classroom activities. 
In comparison, Canter and Canter (1991) identified four parent roadblocks that 
typically keep parents from interacting effectively with teachers: 
Roadblock One: Overwhelmed and having difficulty coping as a parent. This 
parent is faced with stressful situations in their own life due to poverty, divorce, illness, 
or job stress. Communication becomes complicated when parents feel school is the last 
thing they have time or energy to deal with. 
Roadblock Two: Parents want to help but don’t know how. These parents care, 
but don’t know what to do because they lack the strengths and/or skills needed to 
motivate their children academically, to behave in school, or at home. Because of not 
having the skills to make their children behave at home, it is likely that they will not be 
able to give you the support you need at school. These parents need the most and often 
will accept your help. 
Roadblock Three: Parent experiences stem from their own past negative 
feelings about school. These parents often do not trust teachers and feel teachers do not 
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have their children’s best interests at heart. These parents often avoid involvement in 
school activities such as Back-to-School Night, parent conferences, and school 
performances. 
Roadblock Four: Negative view of teacher competence. Much of this negative 
view is a result of the media’s attention to the “dismal” state of the American educational 
system in which the blame is often placed on the teachers. A negative view of teacher 
competence can also arise because more parents today have higher levels of education. 
They have their own theories of how their child should be educated and do not hesitate to 
state their opinions, however valid or invalid. A third reason stems from the inability of 
the educational system to remove teachers who are not competent enough to meet the 
needs of children. It was suggested that all it takes is one parent to fuel the fire of 
discontent and raise the frustration level of parents and colleagues for an entire school to 
be labeled inadequate. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) also agreed with Canter and Canter’s third 
roadblock that parents respond with feelings from there own school experience. They 
also identified parent’s emotions that result from the fact that the results of successful or 
unsuccessful parenting is highly visible at school. Strudler (1993) felt parents may also 
fear that their parenting abilities are being challenged. Lawrence and Hunter believed 
children are like an Achilles’ heel for many parents and form a spot where there is great 
vulnerability. 
Likewise, Lawrence and Hunter (1995) felt some parents can not accept good 
reports about their children and reject hearing about their child in positive ways. 
Sometimes, parents interpret their child’s performance differently from the teacher as a 
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way to bolster their own self-value. Whatever the reason, teachers need to recognize that 
parental behavior which seem troublesome and irrational to us may be self-protective 
responses and the best that the parent has figured out to do. 
Another concern parents felt suggested Canter and Canter (1991) is that their 
child’s teacher may not put in the time and effort to ensure that the child succeeds in 
school. Most parents, according to Lawler (1991) want to be assured that their child’s 
teacher has the knowledge, ability, and willingness to see their child as a unique 
individual. She felt parents expect the teacher to observe strengths and weaknesses, but 
they hope they are recognized objectively. 
The bottom line reported Strudler (1993) is that conferences are a stressful 
situation for all participants who react to pressure and allow feeling to dictate. Parent 
involvement is based mainly around comfort levels, suggested Gutloff (1997). For some 
parents, wrote Hamachek and Romano (1984); parent-teacher conference attendance has 
the same enthusiasm as a visit to the dentist’s office. 
Korth and Simpson (1977) emphasized the importance of the outside observer, the 
teacher, to recognize the coping behaviors and defense mechanisms used by parents to 
deal with communication exchanges that are not expected. When dealing with 
unexpected news, Kroth and Simpson suggested parents go through various stages of 
shock, denial, and guilt. Recognition of the subtle signs of body language and acceptance 
of Carberry’s parent types, Canter and Canter’s roadblocks, and Kroth and Simpon’s 
coping behaviors can allow teachers to conduct effective conferences. Teacher, therefore, 
who conduct effective conferences will recognize different parent interaction styles and 




Teachers reported to Canter and Canter (1991) that their number one frustration 
was motivating students without the active support of parents. It is evident, wrote Rotter 
and Robinson (1982) that influential as teachers are, the most influential factor in the 
learning process is the home environment. Canter and Canter concluded that parents are 
an important factor in shaping the child’s attitude toward school. Because parents are 
anything but a homogeneous group, they felt all parents have something significant in 
common in spite of their differences. All parents care, want to be involved and be a 
positive factor in shaping the success of their children. 
As the professional, the teacher is basically responsible for establishing and 
facilitating all communications with parents during informal and formal conference times 
suggested several writers (Carberry, 1975; Canady & Seyfarth, 1979; Rotter & Robinson, 
1982). Teachers also face communication roadblocks, which stand in the way of effective 
communication according to Canter and Canter (1991). They presented three roadblock 
teachers must overcome in order to communicate effectively. 
Roadblock One: Myth of the “Good Teacher” suggests teacher have come to 
belief they should handle all of their students’ problems on their own, without the help of 
parents. Many administrators have fostered this myth by discouraging teachers from 
contacting parents when problems arise. 
Roadblock Two: Negative expectations about working with parents. Basically, 
the teacher experiences nonproductive encounters with parents that leads them to develop 
negative expectations for the support they will receive from parents. When this happens, 
parent contact quickly breaks down, and parents are called only as a last resort. It was felt 
 20
that negative expectations are often a direct result of teachers having been questioned and 
criticized by parents. Many teachers reported that the most stressful part of their job is 
working with angry, critical parents. Teachers also felt that several unproductive 
conferences with hostile parents, parents who threaten to sue, go to the school board, or 
are threatened with bodily harm tends to make them defensive and anxious. This type of 
reprisals suggested Rotter and Robinson (1982) leaves many teachers to fear and to avoid 
contact with parents. However, Canter and Canter urged teachers to remember their 
negative expectations are based on past experiences and that tomorrow is new. 
Roadblock Three: Lack of training in working with parents. Most teachers are 
trained primarily to teach students with little mention of parents in their education 
classes. Past research suggested that only 37% of education programs provide as much as 
one class period on how to work with parents. However, it should be noted that several 
writers (Rotter & Robinson, 1982; Hamachek & Romano, 1984) confirmed the lack of 
attention paid to assisting teachers in developing their conferencing skill in either pre-
service or in-service education. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) agreed that teachers are 
inadequately prepared for conferences and felt teacher’s lack useful written materials for 
conferencing with parents. Rotter and Robinson reviewed a past study that involved four 
hundred teachers from an urban school who felt better about their conferencing abilities 
after receiving some training in specific skills that provided open communication 
techniques. To aid in professional development, Lawrence and Hunter suggested 
including other professionals in conferences to observe and give feedback on improving 
communication skills. 
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According to Stephens and Wolf (1980), anyone who teaches children feels the 
pangs of insecurity as parents challenge or even question what we are doing in the 
classroom. They suggested that by our own ignorance, we prefer compliant parents. 
Angry, hostile, dissatisfied, questioning and demanding parents are not desirable partners. 
Stephens and Wolf believed these signs are frequent indicators of parent interest and by 
their behaviors the parents are saying; “We care!” Help our children and help us.” 
Being the bearer of bad tidings, suggested Lawrence and Hunter (1995) is 
difficult for most teachers. As children, many of us were taught it’s not polite to hurt 
other people’s feelings or to say unpleasant things. However, effective communication 
requires that parents receive valid reports about their child, no matter how difficult or 
painful that information is. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) reminded teachers that they, like parents, have 
experiences-based emotional histories that influence our ways of perceiving and acting in 
the present. These emotional histories have developed from experiences with our own 
parents and as students. In the past, suggested Lawrence and Hunter, our parents 
disappointed us, we disappointed others, and consequently, we carried those past feelings 
of guilt and anger into the present. Likewise, we also hold memories of how it felt to be a 
school child, some positive, and others negative. Unfortunately, there is no guarantee 
against painful memories having made it to the top of the educational ladder, concluded 
Lawrence and Hunter. They encouraged teachers to examine and be cognizant of their 




Teacher Tips for a Successful Conference 
Pre-Conference 
Building Rapport 
Prior to conferences, Strudler (1993) suggested the development of a positive 
rapport between the parent and teacher is essential. Without rapport, barriers to an honest 
open discussion are inevitable, believed Stephens and Wolf (1980). Strudelr, along with 
Canter and Canter (1991) encouraged teachers to call parents early in the school year, to 
set up group meetings and to send letters home introducing themselves and the class. 
Canter and Canter (1991) and Lawler (1991) promote sending notes home or 
making telephone calls when a child is doing something good to demonstrate your 
commitment to their child. Canter and Schadlow (1987) encouraged teacher to make it a 
habit to send two positive notes a day and to call one parent per week. Parents who hear 
good news find it easier to believe that you care. Once you’ve established positive 
communication with parents, they are more receptive when you have to call with a 
problem. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) emphasized that values must be considered in order 
for effective communication to be productive. Values are neither right nor wrong, they 
believed but preferences, which each of us develop personally and societally, therefore 
forming the framework from which we act. Lawrence and Hunter suggested values are 
learned, ranked in importance, compete with others of similar ranking and can be 
modified or changed. Why should teachers identify value differences? The answer, 
suggested Lawrence and Hunter, is because there is always a possibility of change if we 
say what we believe, just as there is a possibility of our changing if we listen openly to 
what others believe. When value differences can not be resolve, it is possible to agree not 
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to agree. Lawrence and Hunter concluded that holding different values is a fact when 
many people of varied backgrounds come together in a conference. It is important to 
remember that both the parents and our values are based on personal history. 
Selecting Participants 
Lawler in 1991 suggested that today many family types exist. The “nuclear unit” 
of the past may be the preferred family unit, however it is no longer the one in which 
many children live. Special consideration must be given, not only during learning times, 
but also before and during conferences with parents. 
Barbour (1996) reminded teachers that parents are the one continuous force in the 
child’s education but few parents feel fully equipped to guide their learning. Therefore, 
she believed teachers are a powerful and positive influence in this regard as well as the 
development of effective partnerships with families. Overall, Lawler (1991) felt effective 
partnerships between home and school can only be developed when teachers are 
cognizant of families, societal changes, trends in families and politics, and are willing to 
accept these changes. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) and Education Digest (1998) recommended both 
parents be invited and encouraged to attend conferences. This way, misunderstandings 
will occur less frequently if both parents hear the same message and participate in 
decisions. They go forth to say that having both parents present reduces the chances for 
distortions or omissions, which frequently occur when messages are relayed. 
Several writers agreed and encouraged the children to attend the conference 
whenever appropriate (Rotter & Robinson, 1982; Hamachek & Romano, 1984; Canter & 
Canter, 1991). Carberry (1975) believed that the exclusion of the student at conferences 
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present two disadvantages. The first disadvantage places the parent and teacher in the 
position of taking complete responsibility for the child’s learning. The second 
disadvantage stems from the child’s curiosity about what was said at the conference and 
therefore receiving the information second hand. This secondhand information, when 
presented can pose problems in the relationship between teacher and child. Carberry felt 
that children and youth might think the teacher has violated the code: “Don’t rat on your 
friends.” Therefore, he strongly suggested teacher’s review with the child what is going 
to be discussed before the meeting if the child can not be present. 
Overall, Cleland (1999) suggested that student-led conferences help students 
accept responsibility for reporting school progress to their parents. Kindergartners and 
first graders are not too young, believed Lawler (1991) to participate in the conference 
session. She concluded that their involvement could develop a greater understanding of 
educational goals. Students are entitled to the right and opportunity to become active, 
discerning and decision-making participants in a process, that involves them, and their 
future suggested Lawrence and Hunter (1995). 
This is an excellent real life learning opportunity, felt Lawrence and Hunter 
(1995) for children who take an active part in their own conferences. They believed it 
teaches the child to assess and evaluate their own performance. As the child gathers facts 
and ideas about themselves and communicates that information, they are able to consider 
their progress and develop a plan of action. One other dividend to including children in 
the conference process helps to alter the attitude that only the problematic or troublesome 
child’s parents attend conferences. 
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On the other hand, Barron (1991) felt that during conference times if students are 
not requested to serve as hosts, greeters, or babysitters, they are instructed to remain at 
home. Occasionally, Lawrence and Hunter (1995) felt parents downgrade their children 
and therefore feel if this occurs, the child should not be involved in the conference. They 
believed children are entitled to protection of their dignity and self-respect. 
The Schedule 
Canter and Canter (1991) encouraged teachers to offer parents flexible time 
choices for the majority of parents who work outside of the home and can’t always attend 
conferences in the middle of the day. Setting up conferences early in the morning, late in 
the afternoon, in the evening, and if necessary on weekends allows parents to feel they 
are participating in their child’s education. When scheduling conferences, Rotter and 
Robinson (1982) recommended that teachers allow enough time for each conference. 
They concluded, that there is never enough time to do something right, but always 
enough time to do it over again, which makes for frustrating and counterproductive 
conferences.  
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) recommended half an hour is usually sufficient for a 
well-planned routine conference. However, they felt problem solving conferences need 
more than half an hour, as well as conferences with new parents. In addition, as more 
people are involved in the conference, more time should be given so each participant can 
be fully involved. Lawrence and Hunter felt that when we anticipate the conference 
running longer that expected it is best to schedule another conference rather than run 
overtime. 
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When conferencing with a number of parents, Lawrence and Hunter (1995) 
suggested that posting a schedule on the door is helpful. This allows parents to see that 
they are one of many who will be seen, signaling not to expect a leisurely or open-ended 
conference. They also suggested that the time between conferences be considered 
important. We may need a few moments to shift gears, collect our thoughts, record 
information from the conference just concluded, focus on the objectives for the next 
conference, or to gather supporting materials. 
Education Digest (1998) suggested, for psychological benefits, scheduling first 
those conferences which you do not anticipate problems. However, Lawler (1991) 
believed it would be unfair to parents who are scheduled near the end of the conference 
day to receive less attention, enthusiasm and effort than those scheduled at the beginning 
of the day. As Lawrence and Hunter (1995) pointed out, we need to determine how many 
conferences can effectively be conducted in a day. They suggested at some point we all 
experience overload, our intellectual fuse blow, and we cease to function well. Most of us 
are not able to perform optimally beyond three to four successive conferences concluded 
Lawrence and Hunter. 
Fatigue and burnout may set in after hours of conferencing, according to Lawler 
(1991); therefore, she felt it is important to schedule conferences so that you personal 
needs are also met. Teachers may need to systematically schedule times for breaks so that 
they can freshen up, stretch, and relax. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) suggested when after 
school conferences are held, at least fifteen minutes of recovery time is required after the 
teaching day to refresh ourselves, collect our thoughts, and organize materials needed for 
the conference. Overall, Lawrence and Hunter encourage that conferences be held after 
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school, preferably with early dismissal of students on days set aside for conferencing as 
the most satisfying for both teachers and parents. 
The Physical Environment 
Canter and Canter (1991) also recommend preparing the physical environment for 
the conference. They believed it is difficult to be professional or to be perceived as such 
by parents when they are stuffed behind a primary desk or perched precariously on as 
undersized chair. Arranging to have adult-sized chairs inside and outside the classroom 
for parents was cited by all researchers. Hamachek and Romano (1984) suggested the 
furniture be arranged in a triangular position to eliminate the authoritarian posture created 
by the teacher sitting behind the their desk. Sitting beside or at an angle from the parent, 
suggested Lawler (1991) reduces the feeling of intimidation and encourages a team effort 
from both parent and teacher. Lawler encouraged teachers to have the room neat and 
orderly with examples of children’s work attractively on display. Finally, Lawler 
recommended teachers close the door or arrange for sound barriers to be erected to ensure 
privacy. 
Yet, another idea reviewed by Gutloff (1997) and Fincham (1995) presented the 
idea of meeting parents on their turf. Gutloff recalled how one teacher in Richmond, 
Virginia goes door-to-door inviting parents to attend upcoming school meetings and 
social events. He also brings children home to discuss discipline problems, or to keep the 
parents informed about what’s going on at school with their child. This technique, 





Canter and Canter (1991) encouraged teachers to fill out a conference planning or 
note sheet prior to the conference. This planning sheet encourages the teacher to think 
about each child’s unique qualities, update past problems, list the child’s academic 
strengths, weaknesses, and academic goals for the remainder of the year, as well as 
provide the child’s social strengths, weaknesses and goals. Lawler (1991) and Canter and 
Schadlow (1997) suggested that before any conference occurs, adequate documentation 
of behavior over a period of time is necessary. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) concluded 
that before any conference, a teacher should spend adequate time thinking through what 
is significant about this child and how best to convey that information. 
Another important pre-conference tip suggested Canter and Schadlow (1987) is 
the development of established classroom standards or rules. They felt parents need to 
feel you deal with all children in a fair, consistent manner. This is accomplished through 
the establishment of rules and consequences, what constitutes breaking of the rules that 
would lead to call, and what support you expect from parents. Once the classroom 
standards/rules are in place, Canter and Schadlow felt it is important to communicate 
them to the parents, children and administration, so they know what you expect and how 
you wish to be supported. Developing a discipline plan for your room lays the foundation 
for effective communication with parent suggested Canter and Schadlow. 
Overall, Lawrence and Hunter (1995) concluded that preparation for a conference, 
like preparation for teaching is equally important. Lack of success during a conference 
can often be attributed to insufficient or faulty planning. Time for preparation is time 
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consuming, however, is time saving in accomplishing the purpose of any conference 
believed Lawrence and Hunter. 
Conducting the Conference 
 
Continued Relationship Development 
First, Canter and Canter (1991) suggest that teachers set a professional and caring 
tone during the conference. Realizing the parent is your guest at the conference and you 
are the host, who is responsible to see that the conference is pleasurable, productive, and 
an informative experience will accomplish this. Canter and Canter believed greeting 
parents warm and enthusiastically will make a good first impression. This enthusiasm 
will convey the message that you are interested in your job, the children, and that you 
consider the conference important for future accomplishment of goals and objectives. 
Rotter and Robinson (1982) believed that teachers, whenever possible should meet the 
parents at the school office or building entry, especially if this is the parents first visit to 
the school. 
Friedman (1980) recommended that parents receive acknowledgment and 
appreciation for their effort to attend the conference at the start. Likewise, Lawrence and 
Hunter (1995) encouraged teacher to continue to provide specific positive comments 
throughout the conference. 
According to Canter and Canter (1991), teachers gain parent support when they 
reinforce the notion that they are the most important, influential people in their child’s 
life. Adherence to the golden rule as Canter and Canter suggested, treat parents the way 
you would want to be treated if you had a child in school, gains the most success in 
winning parent support. 
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Perl (1995) presents another angle with regards to relationship skills and the 
development of communicating genuine care for people. He pointed out that indeed some 
parents are difficult to deal with, however, you do not need to like everything about a 
parent to show them you care for them and their child. Our job, he suggested is to bring 
out the best in people and to empower them, not to jump in and “do for” them. Instead, 
Perl believes teachers need to display a sincere sense of warmth and caring while 
interacting with parents. Consequently, parents are more likely to feel empowered to 
intervene positively in their child’s learning and social adjustment. 
In order to communicate effectively with parents, Carberry (1975) believes 
teachers need to first know and understand the child well. Carberry felt teachers need to 
present observations about the behavior of the child to the parents rather than predict or 
comment on the child’s character, ability, and not on children in general. Throughout the 
conference, Stephens and Wolf (1980) recommend teachers strive to focus on the child’s 
needs, not on their faults or failures. Rotter and Robinson (1982) felt teachers must 
communicate warmth, empathy, respect, concreteness, genuineness, self-disclosure, 
immediacy, and confrontation if they wish to have a positive effect in conferences. These 
skills they believed can be conveyed through listening, attending, perceiving, responding, 
and initiating. 
Establishing the Agenda 
Rotter and Robinson (1982) and Lawler (1991) recommend teachers begin each 
conference with an agenda and outline the purpose and procedure of the conference, that 
is to explain the why, what, how and when. Canter and Canter (1991) believed teachers 
should reduce parent anxiety early by updating them on the status of any problem 
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situations. Stephens and Wolf (1980) however, recommended teachers begin each 
conference with ”small talk” which encourages informality. They felt emotionally laden 
topics make poor icebreakers. Lawrence and Hunter (1995), on the other hand, suggested 
small talk should be kept to a minimum because the work of the conference begins only 
when professional communication begins. 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995) recommended teachers, with parents, select what 
aspects of student performance to discuss by a questionnaire prior to the conference. As 
the conference begins, they suggested, teachers and parents need to go through the 
process of establishing objectives for the conference by: a) knowing their own wishes for 
the conference time; b) stating them clearly; c) acknowledging possible differences; and, 
d) reaching an agreement of how to spend the time. These objectives can be either 
mutually agreeable or they can differ. When differing objectives occur, Lawrence and 
Hunter believed appropriating time for each objective, scheduling an additional 
conference or developing a third mutually agreeable objective, usually resolves the 
differences and results in a more productive conference. 
Robinson (1977) felt teachers should select only one or two main issues for the 
conference to discuss. Several writers suggested teachers avoid overwhelming parents 
with multiple concerns (Rotter & Robinson, 1982; Robinson, 1997). Friedman shared this 
idea in 1980. He felt that people are limited in the amount of new knowledge they can 
absorb. Friedman encouraged teachers to make a list and prioritize the information to be 




How to Convey the Message 
Stephens and Wolf (1980) suggested teachers have an ethical responsibility to 
advise, to speak the truth as they see it, with sensitivity, compassion and with the 
conviction that by working together parents and teachers can be effective in teaching 
children. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) felt teachers need to select ways to help parents 
understand the significance of what the child can do or not do. They provided four ways 
to communicate our professional judgment to parents which tells: a) how the child is 
doing in comparison to peers the same age; b) the child’s growth or lack of growth during 
a particular time period; c) the child’s strengths and weaknesses; and, d) how the child 
responds to special help by the teacher or school. 
Lawrence and Hunter’s (1995) suggested teachers formulate understandable 
messages by describing the circumstances and conditions surrounding the child’s 
behavior so that parents can interpret them in context. The way the context in which the 
behavior occurs assigns significance to the behavior and leaves no chance for ambiguity. 
Saying “Mark often works alone” can have different meanings in different contexts such 
as: a) selecting to read or paint independently as compared to working on a group project; 
b) is an independent learner who does not seek much teacher supervision; c) has not yet 
learned to work cooperatively; or d) others do not choose him as a work partner. Lawler 
(1991) promoted teachers to develop a “we-ness” while speaking during the conference. 
Rotter and Robinson (1982) believed teachers who ask too many questions, 
particulary closed questions cause the conference to be less productive. They felt parent’s 
share what is comfortable for them given the relationship they have with the teacher. The 
use of closed questions, which Rotter and Robinson suggested to be prying questions, 
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often make parents uncomfortable. Lawler (1991) summed it up when she told teachers to 
be constructive in all suggestions they make to parents. She believed parents consider 
their children extensions of themselves. Therefore, when a teacher is criticizing the child, 
parents also feel criticized. 
Therefore, open-ended questions that begin with could, what, or show should be 
used suggested Rotter and Robinson (1982). Stephens and Wolf (1980) encouraged 
teachers to strive for a conversation, instead of a question and answer session. Ask 
specific questions only when necessary to direct the discussion toward a relevant topic, 
for clarification of points that seem confusing, and away from those areas that are of little 
consequence, suggested Stephens and Wolf. Lawler (1991) concluded that open 
responses invite continued dialogue whereas closed responses require little elaboration or 
thought, and often stop further discussion or information exchanges. 
Babcock and Backlund (2001) found that teachers who take a proactive stance 
ensure good working relationships with parents. They felt teachers need to develop a 
repertoire of prompts and strategies when communicating in order to be proactive. The 
prompts involve written or oral conversation starters that help make positive connections 
between people, as well as aid in conversation by keeping the momentum going. Take for 
example a conference with a struggling student, it was suggested a prompt might sound 
like this: “Let me show you a sample of where your child is and where they need to be by 
the end of the year.” Here the teacher can explain in a parent-friendly way exactly where 
the child is academically, while the parent visually sees and hears the explanation of the 
level where their child is functioning.  
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At other times, teachers will need to develop proactive prompts to deal with 
behavior problems and confrontational parents, according to Babcock and Backlund 
(2001). When dealing with chronic behavior problems, in which parents may be called 
away from their jobs, it was suggested that these prompts show acknowledgement of the 
parent’s feelings first, thus encouraging the type of dialogue that provides information. 
Babcock and Backlund also recommended ending with an affirmative prompt that will 
help to keep the lines of communication open and show you value the parent’s 
contribution. Such prompts might sound like: “I feel badly when you are called away 
from you job. I know that your employer depends on you to be there.” or, “You have 
given me a lot of useful information that I think will help me work more effectively with 
Peter’s classroom behavior.” 
On the other hand, if the child is involved in the conference, Babcock and 
Backlund (2001) believed the best proactive prompts should center on the child. After all, 
the teacher’s first concern is for the child. This way the teacher demonstrates problem 
solving while showing support for the child. Giving the parents time to calm down, hear 
firsthand how their child feels and understand that they will have an opportunity to help 
find a solution to the problem. 
Stephens and Wolf (1980) reminded teachers that parents sometimes start by 
asking questions. They suggested teachers be responsive to all questions, however they 
must quickly determine if they should answer at that time. A teacher may choose not to 
answer until later if the question presumes more information than the teacher possesses, 
the question is accusatory, or if the question is irrelevant or improper. If, the parent 
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requests the conference than full attention should first be given to their concerns stated 
Lawrence and Hunter (1995). 
It is also important to check for understanding, suggested Lawrence and Hunter 
(1995), because highly skilled communicators often have difficulties expressing the 
message simply, so that parents can grasp immediately what is meant. They encouraged 
teachers to inform parents to stop the discussion at any time and ask for clarification if 
what they say is not clear. This technique is referred to as “check-back” in which 
statements such as “Let me make sure I understand” or “Let me check out whether I’m 
hearing you correctly” are used. Canter and Canter (1991) felt stopping and thinking a 
minute before you speak again, shows parents your professionalism and confidence in 
your abilities. According to Lawler (1991), this also provides wait time for parents to 
reflect upon your statements. 
Finally, Barron (1991) reminded teachers to use plain “English” during 
conferences, or as Lawrence and Hunter (1995) put it “everyday language”. Avoid the 
use of educational jargon during communication with the parent suggested Hamachek 
and Romano (1984). Too much jargon, they believed, can give parents a negative 
impression. Lawler (1991) suggested the use of technical terms and educational jargon 
only irritates and confuses parents more. She felt some of the most mistrusted physicians 
and attorneys are those who use terminology and jargon that lay people do not 
understand. Lawler recommended that teachers determine whether they are using too 
much jargon by obtaining permission from the parent to tape record the conference, later 




Barron (1991) felt it is important for teachers to remember not to dominate the 
conversation. Lawler (1991) encouraged teachers to listen more that fifty-percent of the 
conference time. Teachers must be good listeners, letting the parents talk suggested 
Hamachek and Romano (1984), in order to understand accurately what is said. 
To avoid the pitfalls of a “nonlistener”, Perl (1995) reviewed work by Kroth that 
described two types of nonlisteners. The first is the “Cocktail Party Type” of which the 
person talks a great deal but listens little. Here the communicators talk to each other, but 
rarely with each other. The second form of nonlistener is describes as the “Wipe-out 
Artist.” Here the listener appears to be listening but responds to superficial issues, often 
sidetracking the speakers focus (p. 30). 
Canter and Canter (1991) and Perl (1995) stressed the use of reflective listening 
skills to reflect back in words the fact that you heard what the parent said and understand 
how they feel. When the teacher paraphrases for clarification suggested Lawler (1991) 
parents hear back the message you received and may realize that it was not the one they 
meant to send. 
Several writers recommended establishing and maintaining eye-contact at all 
times during the conference when sending verbal messages and when concentrating on 
the message sent to you by the parent (Lawler, 1991; Hamachek & Ramano, 1984; Canter 
& Canter, 1991). Maintaining eye contact allows teachers to use the check-backs by 
providing opportunities to check the nonverbal message parents may be sending. 
Finally, body language and physical appearance during the conference, Lawler 
(1991) suggested, is an important factor to effective communication, she recommended 
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teachers display appropriate dress, be well groomed and take pride in their personal 
appearance. Lawler suggested your posture should be straight and tall while sitting or 
standing. Parents receive nonverbal messages from you posture which can be both 
positive and negative and take away from their ability to listen effectively. Lawler 
believed that if you fold your arms, lean away from the parents, and display a strained 
expression on your face that parents might receive negative nonverbal messages. 
Gestures are something that most people do naturally, but can also be distracting to the 
receiver of a verbal message, suggested Lawler, and should be monitored. 
Concluding the Conference 
 
Canter and Canter (1991) encouraged teachers to end the conference on a 
positive, optimistic note, therefore leaving the parent feeling they have just met with an 
educator who cares and will be their for their child. Concluding each conference with a 
summary, a statement of follow-up action, and items that need to be pursued further was 
also recommended by Barron (1991), Hamachek and Romano (1984). Lawrence and 
Hunter (1995) suggested that, if it is not the schools practice, teachers should provide 
parents with a written progress report. With the parent, write down a very brief summary 
of the main ideas expressed and recommendations made. They believed a carbon should 
be retained for the school file and the original given to the parent. This method, as 
referred to by Lawrence and Hunter (1995) is a form of the check-back. 
Stephens and Wolf (1980) suggested when summarizing, you mention the 
unresolved issues that need further discussion or action. Lawrence and Hunter (1995) 
also believed each participant should know what has been accomplished, what sill need to 
be done, to whom responsibilities are assigned and when another meeting will occur. 
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Last, it was recommended that you stand and thank the parents for coming while you 
walk with them to the door adds warmth to the good-bye (Stephens & Wolf, 1980; 
Lawrence & Hunter, 1995). 
Follow-up 
 
Stephens and Wolf (1980) encouraged teachers to follow-up within two weeks 
with a simple thank you note when a conference was satisfactorily completed. When 
home/school intervention was arranged, they felt regularly scheduled communication is 
either needed by telephone or written notes. This way information can be exchanged and 
the effects of the intervention can be evaluated. Teachers who communicate effectively 
with systematic request or directions, according to Canter and Canter (1991) will find 
parents who follow through. Finally, when a parent appears distressed or when more 
needs to be accomplished between school and home, Stephens and Wolf suggested a 
telephone call a few days after the meeting is helpful. 
Another important aspect for a conference follow-up is the follow through of 
suggestions that were initiated in the conference. Hamachek and Romano (1984) 
suggested teachers write a conference summary report of what transpired before it is 
forgotten, recording only pertinent dates, and most importantly, the outcomes of the 
conference. Canter and Schadlow (1987) encouraged teacher keep written documentation 
of all communication with parents, especially if a parent does not support you as they 
agreed to. This documentation will be important to you when confronting an 
uncooperative parent or appealing for administrative support believed Canter and 
Shadlow. When the child is not included in the conference Hamachek and Romano felt 
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teachers share information with the children, the principal, social workers, or others 
concerned about the outcomes. 
Parent Tips for a Successful Conference 
 
Before the Conference 
Wolf and Stephens (1982) also encouraged parents to establish contact with their 
child’s teacher when things are progressing well. They believed that it is not wise to wait 
until a problem occurs to make the first contact with the teacher. They go further to 
suggest that parents have contact with their child’s teacher on a regular basis. This 
regular contact will allow parents to stay informed on their child’s progress and therefore 
are more likely to anticipate problems before they get out of hand. 
Wolf and Stephens (1982) reminded parents that teachers appreciate their interest 
and need to discuss their child’s progress, however, encourage them to be considerate and 
make appointments for a conference or visit to the classroom. This allows the teacher to 
select a time that is convenient for them and gives the teacher the courtesy of advanced 
planning or their sake and yours. They felt that by setting up appointments the parent says 
“I value your expertise, and understand that advanced planning is necessary for you to be 
prepared to address the issues.” We do not expect dentist, physicians or other 
professionals to respond to our needs without an appointment, why than should we not 
expect the same for teachers they went on to say. 
An effective method for sharing information and letting teachers know of your 
concerns or progress at home, suggested ACCESS ERIC (1990) is to write notes. A well-
written note can save time by communicating the problem, asking for suggestions or 
seeking ways to improve, while requesting a date and time for a meeting. 
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It was suggested by Wolf and Stephens (1982) that requests for a conference not 
be made when a parent is angry or upset, instead allow time to calm down so you can 
approach the teacher rationally, not emotionally. When a parent is reluctant to approach a 
teacher because of previous experiences that have been negative, Stephens and Wolf also 
encouraged parents to allow a short time to pass. During this time, they suggested the 
parent find something positive about their child’s school experience in which they can 
express feeling of satisfaction. A simple note that indicated you enjoyed a school 
program that you are impressed with your child’s new workbook or that you are interest 
in donating to the class will tell the teacher you appreciate their efforts. 
Parents can also make conferences a success, suggested Bromley (1999), and 
ACCESS ERIC (1990), by preparing a list of questions or concerns they wish to discuss. 
Bromley and the National PTA (1987) recommended parents arrange the list from most 
to least important, so that the most important questions or concerns can by addressed first 
or before time runs out. Wolf and Stephens (1982) caution parents who have an 
opportunity to ask questions, to think about how they word each question. They 
encouraged parents to guard against using negatively phrased question that might imply 
the teacher is doing something not quite right, or that can be answered with a yes or no. 
Overall, parents should not hesitate to ask questions that express their feelings or lack of 
understanding on an issue. They felt questions which express feelings are not threatening 
to teachers. 
Hamachek and Romano (1984) felt parents are eager to contribute to the 
conference, however they are uncertain as to what information might be of value. They 
suggested parents observe and note their child’s attitudes towards school, friendships, 
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homework and study-habits, hobbies or special interests. ACCESS ERIC (1990) 
encouraged parents to keep a file of their child’s work and take samples to the 
conference. This can support conversation about a child’s strengths and areas that need 
improvement. Writing a letter before the fall conference suggested Tutelian (2000), 
describing your child’s learning styles, strengths, and challenges could help teachers get 
to know your child. And finally, the National PTA (1987), believed parents should 
simply talk to their child before the conference. Find out what they think are their best 
subjects, least favorite and why, and if there is any thing the child would like you to talk 
to the teacher about. 
During the Conference 
Tutelian (2000) encouraged parents to forge an alliance fast with teachers by 
demonstrating knowledge of what’s been going on in the class. A simple statement such 
as: “Your animal adoption project was so creative and fun for James. Is this the first time 
you’ve tried it?” will show the teacher you’re both on the same side. Another big area of 
concern centers on homework, according to Tutelian. She recommended parents iron out 
this potential headache at the first conference by asking questions relating to the time 
needed to complete homework, how often homework is given, and how the child keeps 
track of their homework. The National PTA (1987) felt the most important part of any 
conference, should involve the parent asking the teacher for specific suggestions on ways 
to help their child do better. These suggestions will become your action play for working 
with the child. 
Kines (1999) and the National PTA (1987) encouraged parents to be on time. 
Conferences are scheduled at regular intervals and if one person is late, it keeps everyone 
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waiting which creates stress. Tutelian (2000) suggested parents “Skip the chitchat” or 
temptation to share stories of their child’s successes outside the classroom. She felt 
teachers have heard plenty of “My kid, the genius” anecdotes and that time is only being 
eaten up when they occur. She suggested parents pay close attention to the amount of 
time they talk, if they notice the teacher hasn’t said anything in three to five minutes, than 
they’re talking too much. 
Parents should not be afraid to request an additional conference time, encouraged 
Tutelian (2000), if they feel it necessary, or be afraid to ask the teacher how they want to 
be contacted between conferences. She suggested most school districts now have e-mail; 
however, some may still prefer a note delivered from home with possible times listed. 
Fincham (1995) also felt it is fine for parents to call the teacher before or after class, 
however must remember that the teacher may need time to think, before responding. 
After the Conference 
The National PTA (1987) recommended that parents start immediately on any 
action plan that was discussed and worked out. Begin by discussing the plan with the 
child, observing the child’s behavior to see if the plan is working and checking your 
child’s classwork and homework regularly. Finally, it was suggested regular contact with 
the teacher be maintained to discuss the progress the child is making. 
Summary of the Literature Review 
Overall, the review of literature dramatically confirmed that parent-teacher 
conferences create uneasy feelings and stress in the lives of parents and teachers alike. 
The review revealed that much of the stress is a result of prior educational experiences, 
lack of training or knowledge of what the conference entails, and general preconceptions 
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or expectations we all may hold, whether positive or negative. Likewise, the reasons for 
holding conferences varies from child to child, parent to parent, and teacher to teacher. 
No one clear specific rule can be followed when preparing for a conference or when 
conducting a conference. Each individual conference is unique and must be handled in 
that manner. 
The evolution of the parent-teacher conference also accelerated the tension and 
stress of conference as the conference went from being an informal meeting within a 
small community atmosphere, to a highly formal teacher directed meeting within the 
school setting. Over time however, the conference process has changed to include the 
child in the meeting. Students today are encouraged to take responsibility for sharing the 















Summary and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 A parent nervously sits outside their child’s classroom waiting to speak with the 
teacher. While inside, another parent nervously listens to the teacher talk about their 
child’s academic progress, behavior, and overall school experience. What do these 
parent’s have in common? They both have STRESS! What steps then, can be taken to 
reduce this emotionally –laden time? Kroth and Simpson (1977) felt a basic 
understanding of the nature of all behaviors is necessary. They felt no behavior occurs by 
chance or in a random way. The key to parent involvement they believed is 
communication. In addition, the key to successful communication is awareness and 
sensitivity, suggested Canter and Canter (1991). 
Summary 
 The involvement and communication between parents and teachers has changed 
over the course of years. Gone are the days when the small town community brought 
parents and teachers together informally.  Advancements in technology, space 
exploration, and today’s smaller families has created a highly mobile, affluent and 
sophisticated population. Today’s society, therefore, has required schools to shift to 
formal conferences. 
 With the shift towards formal conferences came the loss of shared firsthand 
experiences. The conference session became a time to address problems or to report the 
official progress of the child. The formal reporting of grades did little more than place 
children into categories and conveys only simple messages to parents. 
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 However, parents soon wanted to know more than academic progress and schools 
felt parents needed to know how their child forms relationships, relates to individuals, 
copes with stress, and generally conducts themselves in the world. Therefore, schools, 
teachers, and parents sought ways to promote rapport that is more effective. Parents are 
now encouraged to observe their child during class, the child is present during the 
conference and often leads the conference by showing the parents their best work. The 
children build ownership of their successes and the parent is able to view their child’s 
progress over time. Technology has also allowed us to record a child’s work digitally and 
show the maturing skills or talents of a child throughout their school life. 
 In addition to the traditional report card, many teachers have found the use of 
“narratives” given between grading periods helpful. This use of narratives discourages 
parents from concentrating on letter grades, instead focuses on a child’s learning style 
and accomplishments. 
 Overall, the reasons for holding parent-teacher conferences are widespread and 
vary with each parent or teacher. Most conferences are highly personal interaction that 
involves the two-way sharing of information to clarify issues of concern or to develop 
strategies to improve performance towards established goals. Conferences also provide 
students with an opportunity to see teachers and parents working as a team. 
 Scheduled one-on-one conferences most often occur to address academic 
performance, discipline problems, or to refer students for possible handicaps. They can 
also occur simply to help the teacher and parent collect information that is used to better 
understand and work more productively with the child or to evaluate the effectiveness of 
the teaching.  
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 Yet, another one-on-one conference is the impromptu conference. This 
unscheduled visit often serves as a time for parents to discuss problems, to gain the 
sympathetic ear of a teacher, or to use the teacher as a sounding board. Unfortunately, 
many times these unscheduled conferences are used by parents to gain a sense of control 
over the educational process. Impromptu conference should be discouraged, as they catch 
the teacher off-guard and unprepared. 
 Group conferences are yet another way to communicate with parents. One form of 
a group conference involves three-way communication with a parent or set of parents, a 
teacher or set of teachers, the principal or other school personal. The second form of 
group conference occurs when it is necessary to communicate a message to many parents. 
This meeting may serve as get acquainted sessions with the teacher, as a time to see the 
classroom, to learn ways to assist the child, or to answer general questions or concerns at 
the start of the year.  
 The preconception teachers and parents bring to conferences cloud effective 
communications from occurring. Often these preconceptions are rooted in childhood and 
create physical, emotional and behavioral reactions that effect the working relationship. 
At other times, unrealistic expectations are brought to the conference as well.  
 Parents may feel nervous, tense, uncomfortable, anxious, or hesitant. They may 
also feel that their interactions with the teacher leaves them feeling less than confident in 
their ability to work with their child or trust their judgement of a situation. Finally, a 
major concern for many parents centers around the amount of time and effort, or lack of, 
that the teacher puts in to ensure their child will succeed. 
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Teachers also experience feeling of frustration, fear, and anxiety when working 
with parents. The number one frustration many teachers face stems from lack of support 
they receive from parents. Teachers have also come to believe they should be able to 
handle problems on their own, without the help of parents. However, most teachers were 
trained primarily to teach students with little attention as to how to effectively 
communicate with parents. Consequently, many teachers fear and avoid contact with 
parents, especially those who are angry or critical. 
 However, one of the most important human enterprise parents and teachers share 
is the responsibility for the education and socialization of youth suggested Lawrence and 
Hunter (1995). Several authors believed that parents can be the teacher’s greatest allies, 
and when invited to become involved, they tend to become allies (Rotter and Robinson, 
1982; Stephens and Wolf, 1980). 
They felt that when parents and teachers talk, a ripple effect occurs and students become 
more positively involved. Therefore, when parents are familiar with school programs and 
activities, they are less likely to become defensive or to show hostility. 
Recommendations 
 These recommendations are made to increase parent’s awareness of the goals of 
the school and to develop teachers who are empathic to the whole situation and the 
impact of the home environment on the child’s success. It is hoped that these 
recommendations may assist school administrations to provide staff with ways to 
effectively interact with parents. Ultimately, the goal of these recommendations is to 
reduce the stress felt by parents and teachers during conferences and to improve 
communication about children. 
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 For Administration 
 The support of the school district administration forms the building blocks for 
effective communication before, during, and after parent-teacher conferences. Without 
guidance and direction from the administration, teachers are left to figure out strategies 
for communicating with parents. The following list of recommendations serves to assist 
school districts and the staff through the process of parent-teacher conferences: 
1) Provide teacher inservice programs on effective communication strategies. 
2) Provide teachers with preparation time before the conferences. 
3) Schedule conferences with early release of students. 
4) Promote and encourage a sense of community within the school for greater 
communication. 
5) Provide educational inservice programs for parents on child development, 
learning styles, of effective communication styles. 
6) Encourage teachers to visit parents and children at home by offering release 
time. 
7) Provide teachers with up-to-date literature on parent-teacher conferences. 
For Teachers 
 The teacher is a positive and powerful influence in the development of effective 
partnerships with parents. With this is mind, the teacher is considered to be the main 
person responsible in developing effective communication with parents. Therefore, the 
following recommendations are numerous, but should not be overlooked: 
1)  Open lines of communication early through notes, telephone calls, and 
face to face meetings. 
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2)  Respect differences in values and changing family structures. 
3) Invite and encourage both parents to attend the conference, thus 
eliminating misunderstandings. 
4) Invite and encourage the child to attend and participate in the conference. 
This reduces their curiosity about the meeting and allows them to take ownership for their 
learning. 
5) Provide parents with a schedule that is flexible with meetings ranging from 
half an hour to an hour in length. 
6) Provide times early in the morning, late in the afternoon, evenings, and on 
weekends. 
7) Post the schedule on the door to avoid confusion. 
8) Provide yourself time within the schedule to prepare and meet your own 
personal needs. 
9) Arrange to have adult sized chairs arranged in a triangular position. 
10) Attractively display the children’s work in and outside the room for 
parents to view as they wait or supplement discussion. 
11) Establish and display classroom rules and consequences. 
12) Prepare a conference-planning sheet prior to the meeting to be used as a 
guide during the conference. 
13) Greet parents with warmth and enthusiasm. 
14) Establish and maintain eye-contact while speaking and listening. 
15) Establish the purpose for the conference by explaining the why, what, 
how, and when to be discussed. 
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16) Present specific observations about the child and their needs. 
17) Update parents on past concerns early to reduce anxiety. 
18) Focus only on one or two main issues. 
19) Use open-ended questions that begin with could, what or show. Strive for 
a conversation atmosphere instead of a question and answer session. 
20) Develop a repertoire of prompts and strategies to promote conversation. 
21) Check for understanding often by using wait time between topics or 
statements that are reflective. 
22) Avoid the use of educational jargon. 
23) Take time to listen to the parents. 
24) Take pride in your appearance by being well dressed and groomed. 
25) Maintain a posture that is open and attentive. 
26) Conclude the conference with a summary of what occurred or what needs 
to be pursued. 
27) Provide parents with a written summary if time permits. 
28) End the conference on a positive, optimistic note, while walking the parent 
to the door. 
29) Within two-weeks, mail thank you notes for successful conferences. Or, 
follow-up with a telephone call to parents involved in ongoing intervention. 
30) Keep written documentation of all conferences with parents for future 
reference. Recording pertinent dates and the outcome of the conference. 
31) Share important information with the child who was not present for the 






Parents are the one continuous force in their child’s life. Their positive support of 
the educational system is therefore of major importance. The following recommendations 
serve to provide parents with a guide to follow in their efforts to build and maintain a 
supportive relationship with the teacher and school: 
1) Establish early contact with the teacher, especially when all is going well. 
2) Contact the teacher on a regular basis through notes as a way to stay informed 
and to show your interest in your child. 
3) Make appointments for a meeting which require the teacher to prepare or 
when time is needed to discuss a concern. 
4) Request conferences only when calm if problems arise. 
5) Prepare a list of questions or concerns you wish to discuss. 
6) Arrange the questions from most to least important, in order to have those 
most important answered. 
7) Phrase your questions in a positive, open-ended manner. Express you feeling 
openly and don’t hesitate to express your lack of understanding on an issue. 
8) Observe and keep a note of your child’s attitude towards school, friendships, 
homework, study habits, hobbies, and interests to share with the teacher.  
9) Keep samples of your child’s work to support conversation about their 
strengths, interests, and areas that need improvement. 
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10) Talk with your child about what they like or dislike about school and what 
they would like you to talk to the teacher about. 
11) During the conference, acknowledge the teacher for some aspect of what has 
occurred with in the classroom. 
12) Ask questions and iron out early any potential headaches that relate to 
homework and what is expected from you the parent. 
13) Ask for specific suggestions on ways to help your child do better. 
14) Be on time. 
15) Avoid chitchat or stories about your child’s successes outside of the 
classroom 
16) Don’t be afraid to request additional time if you feel it is necessary. 
17) Start immediately on any intervention plans discussed and worked out at the 
conference. 
18) Discuss the intervention plan with the child. Observe their behavior to see if 
the plan is working, while checking classwork and homework regularly. 
19) Maintain regular contact with the teacher to discuss the progress the child is 
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